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WILLIAM ROOKE CRESWELL 
By The President 
N O R M A N S. PIXLEY 
C.M.G., M.B.E., V.R.D., Kt.O.N., F.R. Hist. S.Q. 
Read at The Annual Meeting of the Royal Historical Society of 
Queensland 2 7 September i 979. 
Regarded as the "Father" of the Royal Australian Navy, William 
Rooke Creswell was born on 20 July 1852 in Gibraltar, where his father 
was a postal official responsible for the receipt and distribution of mails 
and despatches from England to Gibraltar and the Meditteranian. He was 
the fourth of a large family and, as he grew up, spoke Spanish fluently. 
In January 1866, aged 131/2 years, he joined the training ship Britannia 
and on completion of his training, was appointed as a midshipman to 
H.M.S. Phoebe a frigate, in which he sailed round the world. He became a 
sub-lieutenant on 20 October 1871 and later joined H.M.S. Midge then 
operating against pirates near Penang. His promotion to lieutenant on 16 
September 1873 had been accelerated for his work in these operations. 
Subsequently he was invalided home with a bad attack of fever, and 
on recovery he finally joined H.M.S. London a two decker converted 
screw ship stationed at Zanzibar as a depot ship for the smaller naval 
vessels operating against the slave traders. This, he says, was the only 
active naval work going on at that time with hope of promotion: in this 
Creswell was to be sadly disappointed. 
At the end of his term of active service in the anti-slavery operations, 
he mentions that although he and Lieutenant O'Neill were thanked by 
Lord Salisbury for their work they had little family or other influence 
which might have helped gain the coveted step in promotion, and that 
"our own captain's interest in our doings was little more than luke 
warm." 
Before leaving Zanzibar, Creswell heard of his father's death: this 
change for the worse in the family fortune and other considerations, 
made him decide to leave the Navy and try his luck in Australia, which 
he had visited as a midshipman in 1869. In 1879, as a lieutenant (retired) 
with six years seniority he landed again on these shores with a younger 
brother to seek their fortune. In the years that followed, Creswell 
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described how he took part in exploratory expeditions to the Northern 
Territory and twice went overlanding with stock from Northern New 
South Wales to far North Queensland. During one period of 18 months 
he slept only once under a roof 
In 1885 Commander John Walcot, the captain of the South Australian 
warship Protector, an old friend and former shipmate of Creswell, offered 
him the appointment as first lieutenant of the ship. Creswell however 
declined the offer, briefly mentioning that at the time his brother, who 
had settled near Mackay in Queensland, was sick and had to go to a 
cooler climate but could not afford to travel south to see what work was 
available. Fortunately, however, Walcot again made the offer and on this 
occasion Creswell accepted it: he was then 33 years of age. 
After joining Protector on 24 October 1885, Creswell commented:-
"To while away the many solitary evenings which, as a bachelor fell to 
my lot, I began to give shape to some ideas on the subject of Australian 
defence and put them on paper". He also wrote a series of articles on 
Naval defence for the Adelaide Register. In 1888, in Adelaide, Creswell 
married Adelaide Elizabeth, daughter of Mr. Justice Stowe. 
In due course he became Naval Commandant South Australia and 
captain of the Protector, holding these appointments until 1900. 
In his book "Naval Reminiscences", Admiral Sir Frederic Fisher, 
K.C.V.O., recalls in his breezy fashion meeting Creswell during this 
period. Fisher, who was captain of H.M.S. Orlando on the Australian 
Station from 1895 to 1898, writes:- "The new Commander-in-Chief 
(Sir Cyprian Bridge) arrived and hoisted his flag in the Orlando. We pro-
ceeded to visit all the principal ports in Australia, and received the most 
extraordinary hospitality wherever we went. 
"The South Australian Government at this time possessed one man-
of-war commanded by an old friend of mine, who had left the Royal 
Navy with the rank of lieutenant, to become the Commander-in-Chief 
of this South Australian one-ship fleet. 
"On my second visit to Adelaide, when he came on board as a com-
mander, the admiral remarked to him that he was glad to see that he had 
been promoted. To this, our visitor replied that, having been long 
enough a lieutenant, he had promoted himself to commander. 
"Well", my Commander-in-Chief then said "I suppose next time we 
come you will be a captain". 
This turned out to be the case, and not only had my old friend 
become a captain but, in addition to his rapid promotion, the Governor 
had given him a CM.G. which had been sent from England to give to 
the most deserving person in South Australia. Finally, this officer retired 
as a flag officer able to enjoy the blessings of the land with the fruits of 
his labours." 
In 1900 Protector under command of Captain Creswell served in China 
during the Boxer Rebellion and during that year, on 1 May, Creswell 
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was appointed Commandant of the Queensland Marine Defence Force 
with the rank of Captain. 
F E D E R A T I O N 
On 1 January 1901 all the Colonies were federated as the Common-
wealth of Australia. On 1 March of that year the Australian Common-
wealth Defence Act was passed, which transferred in principle all the 
Colonial Naval Forces' ships and establishments to the newly formed 
Commonwealth: these, however, continued to be administered under 
State Acts and Regulations until 1904. 
In 1901, the Naval Agreement, details of which will be given later, 
was due to end and moves were afoot behind the scenes as to its renewal. 
Broadly, under this Agreement the Australian Colonies and New 
Zealand paid the Imperial Government an annual subsidy to provide and 
man a special group of sea-going ships, known as the Australian 
Auxiliary Squadron, for the protection of the floating trade in Austral-
asian waters and the defence of certain ports and coaling stations. The 
ships were under the sole control and orders of the Commander-in-
Chief Australian Station, but were to be retained within the limits of the 
Station and only employed otherwise by consent of the Colonial 
Governments. 
On 28 September 1901, from the Naval Staff Office, Brisbane, Cres-
well wrote his historic report on:- "The Best Method of Employing 
Australian Seamen in the Defence of Commerce and Ports". In it he 
attacked the Naval Agreement, advocated the building of a special type 
of vessel for Australian defence and the development of a Naval 
Reserve. He proposed also the establishment of schools for training. 
His report created wide-spread interest. The Melbourne Age said in a 
leading article on 20 December 1901:- "The Australian Navy is not a 
mere sentiment. It is a policy, and a wise policy too. Captain Creswell has 
rendered a service in trying to bring it out of the clouds and place it on 
the basis of a practical scheme. Seeing that in any provisions for the 
future we must spend some 300,000 pounds a year out of the Federal 
Treasury for the maintenance of Naval Defence - the question oppor-
tunely comes up again whether we cannot spend this money more 
advantageously for ourselves than handing it over to the British 
Admiralty". 
On the same day the Sydney Morning Herald in a leader reviewing the 
report, stated that it had been worked out on paper on practical lines by a 
practical man and presented features of self-reliance and self-help which 
would appeal to the Australian sentiment. It was a scheme which should 
not be pigeon-holed and forgotten. 
The following year the Adelaide Register included in its leader the 
comments:- "Captain Creswell has propounded a practical scheme for 
gradually establishing a Naval Force worthy of the Federation". 
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In 1901 Captain Creswell had also written an article which was 
printed by the Brisbane Newspaper Company, with the heading 
"Marine Defence, Federated Australia and a Navy", copies of which 
were circulated. In it he made a strong and well reasoned plea for an 
Australian Navy. 
A N I N N O V A T O R 
Creswell made Australian communication history in 1903 when he 
pioneered a successful ship-to-shore radio transmission. Already inter-
ested in the new Marconi wireless telegraph, he attended a lecture and a 
small demonstration in 1902 given by Mr. C E. Barton, electrical 
engineer, at the Brisbane Technical College. After technical help from 
Mr. Hesketh, chief mechanical engineer Electric Telegraph Department 
and Mr. Smith, chief mechanist Electric Telegraph Office (who was also 
a sub-lieutenant in the Queensland Naval Brigade), the Navy was ready. 
» I* 
kwi it 
s-f^SS;-
"Gayundah" fitted for wireless telegraphy. 
Gayundah, fitted with a high bamboo foretopmast to aid transmission," 
proceeded to Moreton Bay with Creswell in command In St. Mary's 
churchyard at Kangaroo Point was a shed with wireless equipment, and 
alongside it a tall mast 130 feet high erected, with the aerial for receiving. 
On Friday 10 April 1903 the Brisbane Courier reported that Gayundah 
and Paluma were exercising in Moreton Bay and, quote:- "Last night the 
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following message was received by pigeon post from our special repre-
sentative on board the Gayundak-
Gayundah and Paluma anchored one-and-a-half miles south of Tanga-
looma Point. Weather hot, perfect communication maintained with 
Marconi apparatus - Marconi pole stripped to refit as it is slightly bent". 
The Commonwealth Defence Act of 1903 came into force on 1 
March 1904, and in the first Naval Forces List of the Commonwealth of 
Australia dated 30 September 1904, Captain W. R. Creswell, C.M.G. 
(R.N. retd.) is shown as Naval Officer Commanding (Acting) of the 
Naval Forces of the Commonwealth, also Naval Commandant, Queens-
land. Thus, command of the Commonwealth Naval Forces, later to 
become the Royal Australian Navy, first flowed from the historic Naval 
Staff Office in Edward Street, Brisbane opposite the Botanic Gardens. 
(The Naval Staff Office, with its wrought-iron gate surmounted by a 
gilded crown, was vacated by the Navy comparatively recently). 
BEGINNINGS OF C O L O N I A L N A V A L D E F E N C E 
In the early 1850's a small Imperial squadron, consisting of six ships of 
the Royal Navy, was based on Sydney for the protection of Australia's 
sea-borne trade. The squadron was under the command of the Flag 
Officer on the East Indian Station, the movements of the ships being 
under his control. The Flag Officer was responsible to the British 
Admiralty. 
At the time of the Crimean War, the reported movements of a 
number of Russian warships in various areas would appear to be the 
cause of the first definite step being taken in 1856 by a Colonial Govern-
ment to provide for its own naval defence. In New South Wales a small 
gunboat was built in Sydney named Spitfire, a wooden ketch of 65 tons, 
armed with a 32-pounder swivel gun mounted astern. Victoria ordered 
an armed vessel from England named Victoria, this was a screw steamer of 
580 tons armed with six 32-pounders and one 9ft. 6in. swivel gun. The 
Victoria under command of Captain W. H. Norman, reached Hobson's 
Bay on 31 May 1856. 
The legal position of armed Colonial vessels was discussed by the law 
officers of the Crown in England, who gave their opinion on the 21 
December 1860. This included special reference to the Victoria, which 
had at that time been sent to New Zealand during the Maori Wars: as to 
this they advised-
"The Victoria is now employed as a vessel of war without the territorial 
waters of the Colony, but in the event of her being brought into con-
flict with the vessel of any foreign State conveying stores or ammu-
nition to the rebels in New Zealand for instance, we think it very doubt-
ful whether she could claim to be recognised as a British man-of-war 
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and to possess the privileges incident to international law to such a 
vessel". 
Another extract from the opinion given reads:-
"We think that all vessels of war intended to navigate beyond these 
territorial waters should be commanded by officers holding commis-
sions from the Crown and be essentially part of the Royal Navy of 
England". 
This legal opinion governed the posidon until 1911. In 1900 when 
the Protector sailed for China, she served on arrival in Chinese waters 
under the British Commander-in-Chief of the China Station. In order to 
give her the full status of a warship, she was specially commissioned by 
order of the Admiralty as one of Her Majesty's ships, and her captain and 
officers were given temporary commissions in the Royal Navy. 
1859 - T H E AUSTRALIAN STATION 
In 1858 the number of ships of the Royal Navy based on Sydney 
having dwindled to only two, the Colonies felt some concern as to their 
defence. Taking the initiative Sir Henry Young, Governor of Tasmania, 
acting on the advice of his Ministers, wrote to the Secretary of State for 
the Colonies urging that the Australian Colonies be made an Admiral's 
Station and an adequate Naval Force be maintained. He also sent a copy 
of his despatch to the Governor of New South Wales, Sir William 
Denison, inviting that Colony to support his proposals. After consider-
ing these at a meeting held on 2 August 1858, the Executive Council 
declined to support them. The Council did, however, state the opinion 
that the naval force stationed in the Colonies was inadequate and recom-
mended that the Governor bring this opinion under the notice of Her 
Majesty's Government and urge the expediency of strengthening that 
force. 
As a consequence, the Admiralty advised in March 1859 that the 
expediency of a complete separation of the squadron in the Australian 
seas from that under the command of the Flag Officer on the East Indian 
Station was under consideration, but were of the opinion that an officer 
with the rank of Commodore would be sufficient at present. 
On 25 March 1859 Captain Loring of H.M.S. Iris was instructed to 
assume command, with the rank of Commodore, as Senior Officer of 
Her Majesty's Ships on the Australian Station independently of the 
Commander-in-Chief in India. In 1864 all ships of the British Navy 
were ordered to fly the white ensign. In 1865 an Imperial Act, known as 
the Colonial Defence Act, enabled the Colonies to provide, maintain 
and use their own vessels of war, to raise and maintain seamen to serve in 
such vessels, and to recruit volunteers for the Royal Naval Reserve. 
The following year the Victorian Government ordered an iron plated 
twin-screw turret ship of 2107 registered tons, the first of her class, with 
an armament of four muzzle-loading rifled guns of 10 inch bore 
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mounted in two twin turrets. Named the Cerberus, the ship arrived in 
Hobson's Bay on 9 April 1871. 
1879 - T H E JERVOIS R E P O R T 
At the request of the Colonies of New South Wales, Victoria, South 
Australia and Queensland, the Imperial Government sent Major-
General Sir William Jervois, R. E., and Lieutenant-Colonel Scratchley to 
advise on their naval and military defence requirements. As a result of 
the recommendations made after the existing defences had been inspect-
ed, provision was made by the Government of these Colonies for the 
purchase of warships, the erection of forts and the improvements of 
harbour defences. 
At this time the Whitehead torpedo an underwater weapon, which 
was thereafter to revolutionise naval warfare, had been produced at 
Fiume in the Adriatic by a British engineer after whom it was named 
Hence a new type of small war vessel called the torpedo boat, with a 
speed of 18 to 20 knots, was being built in England, and the four Colon-
ies included a number of these with orders placed for their Naval 
Defence Forces for coastal and harbour defence. 
After delivery of these, vessels in the service of the Colonies were:-
N E W SOUTH WALES 
Avernus 
Acheron 2nd-class torpedo boats. 
VICTORIA 
Cerberus Twin screw armour plated turret ship. 
Victoria 
Albert Twin screw gunboats. 
Countess of Hopetown, 
Childers Ist-class torpedo boats steel. 
Nepean 
Lonsdale 2nd-class torpedo boats. 
Gordon Torpedo launch. 
SOUTH AUSTRALIA 
Protector Cruiser, steel, twin screw, also a 2nd-class torpedo 
boat. 
QUEENSLAND 
Gayundah 
Paluma Twin screw gunboats. 
Mosquito 2nd-class torpedo boat, steel. 
Midge Picquet boat fitted with dropping gear for torpedoes. 
All were manned by local Naval Brigades. 
The first-class torpedo boats were fitted with torpedo tubes from 
which the torpedoes were launched, a gunpowder impulse charge or 
compressed air being used for this purpose. Second-class torpedo boats 
had dropping gear which held a torpedo horizontally over each side: 
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these were dropped into the water as the boat steamed at high speed 
towards the target, stopping her engines and going astern as the torpe-
does were released. 
In an amusing article written for the Navy and Army Illustrated of 13 
November 1896, Commander J. C Fenton R. N. relates:- "A very 
successful shot with a torpedo I once witnessed, was from the first of the 
torpedo boats built by Messrs. Thorneycroft. It was off Cowes at a dis-
play for the Queen, who was watching from the beach below Osborne. 
The boat passed at full speed, discharging the torpedo at extreme range 
in the direction of Her Majesty's position. It emerged a few yards from 
the beach and just carried its way into below where Her Majesty was 
sitting". 
Quick firing guns were the defence against torpedo boat attacks; the 
Gayundah arrived in Brisbane in 1885 with a fighting top fitted to the 
foremast in which two Q.F. guns could be mounted for this purpose in 
addition to others she carried. 
Later, torpedo boats became redundant with the advent of torpedo 
boat destroyers originally intended to deal with them. Larger, faster and 
able to operate at sea, the destroyers, with guns and torpedo tubes, could 
deliver torpedo attacks more effectively and be employed for operations 
in other spheres. 
It was the advent of the submarine, however, which enabled the 
torpedo to be used with such devastating effect - as history relates. 
T H E AUSTRALIAN AUXILIARY S Q U A D R O N 
The threat of war with Russia in 1878-79 had become more serious 
soon after Rear-Admiral Sir George Tryon, R.N., arrived in 1884 to 
assume command of the Australian Station and the Colonial Govern-
ments realised that, in the event of war, the ships under his command, 
would be employed too far from Australian waters to afford protection. 
After a conference held at Government House, Melbourne on 18 
March 1885, which Admiral Tyron attended, the Victorian Governor, 
Sir Henry Loch, wrote him seeking his views on a proposal to have a 
squadron of up-to-date ships manned by well trained officers and men, 
which could not be withdrawn from Australasian waters. Whilst the 
ships would be under the command of the Senior Naval Officer of the 
Station, their first duty would be the sea defence of the Australian 
Colonies. In his reply Admiral Tryon suggested that the ships of the 
"Sea-Going Colonial Fleet" be furnished, manned and maintained by the 
Admiralty, the cost to be borne by the Colonies. Later, having obtained 
the views of the Premiers of the Colonies concerned, he conveyed these 
to the British Government and the whole matter was discussed at the 
Colonial Conference in London in April 1887. 
The Australian Naval Defence Act, assented to on 20 December 1887, 
gave legal effect to the terms of an agreement between the Imperial 
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Government and the Governments of the Australasian Colonies under 
which the Admiralty undertook to construct and equip a fleet of-
Five fast cruisers each of 2575 tons displacement and 7500 horse 
power and two torpedo gunboats of the most improved modern build, 
each of 750 tons and 4500 horse power. 
Creswell (front centre) with, on his right. Commander Walton Drake, R.N. 
(ret.) whom he relieved as Naval Commandant in Queensland, together with 
oflicers of the Queensland Naval Brigade. 
The Act stipulated that the ships should be supplied by the Imperial 
Government, the Colonies paying interest at 5% on the prime cost, and 
in addition, bearing the cost of maintenance including retired pay to 
officers and pensions to the men. The ships were to be under the sole 
orders and control of the Naval Commander-in-Chief on the Australian 
Station, but to be retained within the Umits of that Station and only 
otherwise employed by consent of the Colonial Governments. 
The Naval Agreement was subsequently ratified by similar Acts 
passed by the Australian legislatures: it was made for a minimum period 
of ten years and could only be terminated thereafter upon two years 
notice. 
The Agreement commenced to operate from 1 April 1891, from 
which date payments were due in advance each year. 
All the ships were in commission by 31 March 1893, these being:-
Cruisers Mildura, Wallaroo, Ringarooma, Katoomba and Tauranga. 
Torpedo gunboats Boomerang and Karrakatta. 
The cost of maintaining these ships was allocated among the Austral-
asian Colonies on a population basis: as an instance, the annual contrib-
ution of 126,000 pounds in 1900 was made up as follows:-
VICTORIA 33,083 
NEW SOUTH WALES 37,886 
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QUEENSLAND 
SOUTH AUSTRALIA 
WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
TASMANIA 
N E W ZEALAND 
14,030 
10,355 
4,732 
4,990 
20,924. 
T H E C O L O N I A L C O N F E R E N C E -1897 
In this year the Premiers of all the Colonies were in London for the 
Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria, and the British Government 
arranged a conference in June to discuss matters of importance to the 
Colonies. One of these was defence, in which the Naval Agreement, due 
to conclude 31 March 1901, was discussed. 
The Naval Staff" Office, Brisbane, where Creswell in 1901 wrote his historic 
report on Australia's naval defence. 
Prior to the departure of the Australian Premiers for London, various 
suggestions were made as to the best means of assisting the British 
Government in the naval defence of Australia. One group was of the 
opinion that payment of a money subsidy was not the best method and 
that a contribution in kind of ships and of men recruited and trained in 
Australia was preferable. The champion of this view was Captain 
William Rooke Creswell. 
At the London Conference on defence, the Rt. Hon. G. J. Goschen, 
First Lord of the Admiralty, in his address on naval defence when refer-
ring to the Naval Agreement, stated that so far as the policy of the 
present Board of Admiralty was concerned, he was prepared to stand by 
the existing agreement. 
The Conference then passed a resolution to the effect that the state-
ment of the First Lord of the Admiralty with reference to the Australian 
Auxiliary Squadron was most satisfactory and the Premiers of the Aus-
tralian Colonies favoured the continuance of the Australian Squadron 
under the existing agreement. 
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The Premier of South Australia, Mr. C. C. Kingston, however, 
declined to vote, putting forward an alternative, which was the estab-
lishment of a branch of the Royal Naval Reserve in Australia. This had 
been strongly advocated by Captain Creswell in a letter to the Colonial 
Secretary dated 27 January 1897. Mr. Kingston was unable to persuade 
the Admiralty to endorse Captain Creswell's proposal, but it was revived 
the following year by a deputadon of the British Empire League to the 
First Lord of the Admiralty. 
PROPOSAL F O R R O Y A L N A V A L RESERVE 
As a result of the deputation a proposal was made by the Admiralty 
for a Royal Naval Reserve. Commander R. N. Collins (R.N. Retd), 
Secretary to the Defence Department of Victoria commented on this on 
11 October 1898. He pointed out that Captain Creswell's proposal, sub-
mitted by the Premier of South Australia at the Conference in London, 
was to substitute for the present contribution to the Auxiliary Squadron 
the establishment and maintenance of the Royal Naval Reserve, 
whereas the proposal placed before Mr. Goschen by the British Empire 
League deputation on 27 July 1898 differed, in that with the establish-
ment of the Royal Naval Reserve in the Australian Colonies, the 
Colonies would bear the cost of this in addition to that of the Auxiliary 
Squadron. 
From a return compiled it was ascertained that there were 32,510 men 
engaged in sea and river traffic and 2960 fishermen, so that there were 
sufficient numbers from which to train an efficient and considerable 
Naval Reserve. As to shore training with gun batteries. Commander 
Collins stated that there would be no difficulty in the provision of these 
at Melbourne, Brisbane and Adelaide. Naval establishments and Naval 
Brigades existed in all the Colonies, and in Victoria, Queensland and 
South Australia each had small permanent naval forces. 
Continuing, Commander Collins said that when the ships of the Aux-
iliary Squadron commissioned, it was hoped that Australian seamen 
could be trained in them, but this hope has never been realised. No 
attempt has been made to identify the Colonies with these vessels other 
than naming them after colonial places. The conditions under which the 
Auxihary Squadron is maintained must be modified or altered to admit 
of more intimate connection with Australian Naval Defence. 
On 4 February 1899, Lord Brassey, Governor of Victoria, greatly 
interested in Naval Reserve development, wrote, at the request of the 
Premiers, his observations as to a Colonial Naval Reserve. He stressed 
that the Colonial Naval Reserve would be a valuable addition to the 
manning of the Navy in time of war, and that Australia had a consider-
able number of seafaring men from which an efficient Naval Reserve 
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could be recruited. He mentioned that when he moved the Navy esti-
mates in the House of Commons in 1885-86 the total number in the 
Royal Naval Reserve was 18,000: during the interval to the present time 
this had grown to 25,000, an increase of 7,000. It was unnecessary to 
point out that defence must become a more urgent question with the 
federation of the Australian Colonies and the growth and development 
which are certain to follow. 
C O N F E R E N C E OF COLONIAL N A V A L OFFICERS - 1899 
On 5 August 1899 a Conference was held in Melbourne to consider 
the question of naval defence for Austraha and to report whether, by 
some concerted scheme, the Colonies could give effect to establishing a 
branch of the Royal Naval Reserve, or to provide some alternative. 
The Officers who attended were:-
PRESIDENT 
Captain Francis Hixon (late R.N.)., Commanding New South Wales 
Naval Forces. 
MEMBERS 
Captain William Rooke Creswell CM.G. (Retired Lieutenant R.N.)., 
Naval Commandant South Australia. 
Captain Robert Muirhead Collins (Retired Lieutenant R.N., Retired 
List Victorian Naval Forces), Secretary for Defence Victoria. 
Commander Walton Drake (Retired Lieutenant RN.)., Acting Naval 
Commandant Queensland. 
Commander Frederick Tickell V.N., Commanding Victorian Forces. 
At the commencement, the Conference decided that, as it was 
improbable that any proposals put forward could take effect before 
Federation, its recommendations were based on the assumption that 
such should be carried out by a Federal Government. The Conference 
pointed out that it was with the object of developing naval efficiency 
that the late Admiral Tryon suggested the formation of the Auxiliary 
Squadron, but the progressive policy it was certain he intended to carry 
out with this end in view, had not advanced from the initial stage at 
which Sir George Tryon left it. There had consequently been no 
advance in Australia's ability to take any honourable share in her sea 
defence. 
Three resolutions were passed in which the conference agreed that 
whilst a Royal Naval Reserve could not be raised in Australia on con-
ditions laid down by the Admiralty, a Naval Force that would be 
efficient and available for service in vessels-of-war could be raised on 
rates of pay and conditions of service suitable to the Colonies. Such force 
should be formed by amalgamation of the existing Naval Permanent 
Establishments with their instructional staff and other personnel. 
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This force would be maintained and controlled by the Federal 
Government and would be governed by a Federal Discipline Act and 
Regulations which would provide for its employment in general naval 
service. The Admiralty to provide ships of a type effective for service in 
time of war, which in peace time could be used for the training of the 
local naval forces: the ships to be maintained by the Federal Government 
and be subject to periodical inspection by the Naval Commander-in-
Chief 
The Conference was of the opinion that a naval force of proved 
efficiency could be organised and trained under the systems which had 
long been in force in the Australian Colonies: it pointed out that there 
was in existence a naval force of 1545 men distributed as follows:-
N E W SOUTH WALES 573 
VICTORIA 300 
QUEENSLAND 512 
SOUTH AUSTRALIA 160 
The abihty of the naval establishments in the Colonies to raise and 
train naval forces had for long been proved by the reports of successive 
Admirals, Commanders-in-Chief of the Station. 
Comments by the London Press on the Naval Officers' Conference 
varied. The Daily News praised what it termed a large and well-matured 
scheme. The Times, however, declared that if the Admiral of the Aus-
tralian Station had presided at the conference he would have prevented 
the propagation of such evident fallacies which it propounded. A non-
descript force of inadequately trained volunteers was an illusionary 
scheme, said the Times, whilst a separate colonial fleet, manned mainly by 
amateurs, would be expensive to maintain in peace and absolutely 
ineffective in war. 
C O M M O N W E A L T H N A V A L D E F E N C E 
The Colonial Defence Committee, having met on 30 March 1901, 
produced a memorandum to the House of Representatives on the 
nature of possible attacks on Australia. Edmund Barton, Australia's first 
Prime Minister, informed the Governor-General on 10 July 1901 that 
the question of naval defence would shortly be under consideration in 
connection with a general scheme of defence. He pointed out that there 
would probably be some objection to the establishment of a large per-
manent naval defence force, and the basis of the organisation most likely 
to find favour should be a permanent force limited as far as possible con-
sistent with maintaining an efficient nucleus, whilst the main bodies 
should consist of naval brigades at the various ports, subjected to a 
periodical course of training afloat. 
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It was desirable, he said, that the greatest amount of good should be 
obtained at the smallest possible cost. 
The Melbourne Age said in a special article, the opinions expressed 
were that an invasion of Australia was impossible whilst Great Britain 
maintained control of the sea and that, in the event of war, raiding and 
capturing of shipping need only be expected: yet, in view of that fact, 
they proceeded to elaborate on a comprehensive scheme for military 
defence, while tha naval portion was left severely alone to look after 
itself 
The Age also pointed out that "at the present time, when it was pro-
posed to increase the subsidy to the Admiralty for the Auxiliary Squad-
ron for the huge amount already spent, Australia has nothing to show. 
Not an officer or man has received naval training, nor is there a single 
rowing boat or any material remaining in the Commonwealth". 
As has been previously mentioned, it was on 30 September in this 
year that Captain Creswell produced his historic report. He had a long 
and arduous fight before him until Australia had a Navy of her own. 
COLONIAL C O N F E R E N C E -1902 
After attending this conference Sir Edmund Barton spoke in the 
House of Representatives on 7 July 1903 on the Naval Agreement Bill, 
outlining the new agreement with the Admiralty. Subject to ratification 
by Parliament, a scheme was implemented whereby the R.N. cruisers 
Challenger and Pysche would be manned by Australian seamen under 
command of R.N. officers. Branches of the Royal Naval Reserve were 
to be formed and any distinction between ships paid for by Australia and 
other ships of the Royal Navy was abolished. 
During the debate it was clear that a large volume of opinion 
favoured initial steps being taken to establish an Australian Navy. 
Sir John Quick, the member for Bendigo, argued that the proposed 
agreement would not achieve the development of sea power in Aus-
tralia. In concluding, he referred to Captain Creswell's report and 
explained its main proposals. 
Many other members made favourable reference to the report, 
indicating that Creswell's views were carrying weight among the com-
munity. 
William Morris Hughes, in the debate, gave strong support to, as he 
expressed it, "the budding aspirations for an Australian Navy." 
1905. In an amending Act to the Defence Act of 1903, the Naval 
Board of Administradon, formed on 12 January 1905 with Captain 
Creswell as Director of Naval Forces, took over the following twelve 
vessels from the States:-
VICTORIA 
Cerberus turret ship, torpedo boats Countess of Hopetown and 
Childers, Lonsdale and Nepean and Gordon picket boat. 
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QUEENSLAND 
The gunboats Gayundah and Paluma, torpedo boats Midge and 
Mosquito. 
SOUTH AUSTRALIA 
Protector cruiser and one torpedo boat. 
As Director, Creswell was also a member of the Defence Council 
which met in Melbourne on 12 May. The Minister for Defence pre-
sented a minute to the Council which stressed the need for garrison, 
field forces, fixed defences and harbour defences. Undl these were 
attended to, floating creation of a fleet for coastal defence was not 
justified. 
Creswell fought back in a memorandum to the Council. The Treas-
urer, also a member of the Council, impressed by Creswell's logic, asked 
for details as to types and numbers of ships and approximate estimate of 
cost. Creswell duly prepared a report in detail as requested and stressed, as 
part of the scheme, the importance of building the ships in Australia. 
However, the meeting, which had been adjourned to enable him to 
supply the information, was not resumed, as the Government had gone 
out of office on 4 July. 
In September, Creswell produced a memorandum for the new 
Minister for Defence, Sir Thomas Playford, informing him that the 
naval defence of the Commonwealth called for early and serious con-
sideration by the Government. During the year he had also found time 
to counter the opinion expressed by Vice-Admiral Sir Arthur Fanshawe, 
Commander-in-Chief Australian Station, that any effective sea forces 
would not be possible until Australia's population and wealth had 
increased enormously. 1905 had been the usual busy year for Captain 
Creswell. 
In 1906 the Deakin Government sent him to England to study naval 
developments. At the Admiralty he received a sympathetic hearing from 
the First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir John Fisher, but at the Imperial Defence 
Committee, he was informed that it did not recommend any of the pro-
posals for sea defence, including his recommendations for destroyers and 
other ships, also that a report to this effect had been sent to the Australian 
Government already. After seeing the report on his return, Creswell 
sharply criticised the decisions of the Committee in his report on his visit 
to England, which was presented to Parliament. 
Captain Creswell presided over a committee meeting with the State 
Naval Commandants in September, and submitted modified proposals 
which the Deakin Government accepted in principle. The announce-
ment of this by the Prime Minister was the first definite indication that 
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Creswell's advocacy had borne fruit. In 1907 the Prime Minister repre-
sented Australia at the Colonial Conference in London armed with 
informadon prepared for him by Creswell in his memorandum dated 6 
March. On his return the Prime Minister, speaking in Parliament, pro-
posed the building of nine C Class submarines and six torpedo boat-
destroyers: these would be outside the Naval Agreement and remain 
solely under Commonwealth control. Agreement could not be reached 
about this scheme, and the Prime Minister set aside revenue to build 
several torpedo boats when Parliament agreed. 
On 11 September Creswell, in a memorandum to the Department of 
Defence, again advocated the building of ships in Australia, also that 
armaments and munitions of war be of the same pattern as those of the 
Royal Navy, for Australian ships. He stressed too that drill, training and 
tradidons, ranks and the dudes of each rank be the same for both 
services, and that schools of training be established with specialist officers 
from the Royal Navy. The Acts and Regulations of the Royal Navy, he 
said, should be the Acts and Regulations for the Australian Service. 
During this year, Creswell formed the States' Naval Brigades into a 
paid Volunteer Naval Reserve under the Title of "H.M.A. Naval 
Militia", with the "Australian Naval Cadet Corps" as part of this Reserve. 
This brought to fruition the Naval Commandants' recommendation of 
1899 that the naval brigades be brought together as a single Federal 
force. 
FIRST O R D E R S FOR AUSTRALIAN WARSHIPS 
The Fisher Government was in power from November 1908 until 
June 1909, and Creswell made a further plea for local Naval Forces on 4 
February 1909. On 5 February the Government decided to order two 
"River" class destroyers to be built and completed in England, also one 
to be constructed, taken to pieces and put together on arrival in Aus-
tralia; a condition of the contract being that selected artisans from Aus-
tralia be employed in the actual work of construction. 
Just at this time a naval crisis occurred in Britain, when the Admiralty 
warned Parliament of the growing strength of the German Navy and 
asked that urgent measures be taken to secure the safety of the Empire. 
After statements in the House of Commons, two cables were sent on 22 
March to the British Government; one from New Zealand with the 
offer to Britain of a first-class battleship, the other from Andrew Fisher, 
Prime Minister, stating that in the event of any emergency the resources 
of the Commonwealth would be cheerfully placed at the disposal of the 
Mother Country. In April, Australia and Canada suggested an early Con-
ference of the Dominions to consider definite lines of co-operation for 
the naval defence of the Empire, and an Imperial Conference was 
arranged for July. 
44 
The Fisher Government left office in June, when Deakin again 
became Prime Minister and Australia was represented at the Conference 
by the Hon. J. F. G. Foxton, Minister without portfolio, who had with 
him Captain Creswell and Colonel Bridges. After the conference a 
meeting was held between Admiralty and Australian representatives on 
19 August, at which it was agreed provisionally with Admiralty pro-
posals that Australia should provide a fleet unit to consist of-
1 Armoured Cruiser (new "Indomitable" class), later termed Battle 
Cruisers. 
3 Unarmoured Cruisers ("Bristol" class) 
6 Destroyers ("River" class), 3 Submarines (C. class) 
TOTAL ESTIMATED COST 3,695,000 pounds. 
(The armament of the "Indomitable" class was 8 x 12" guns, that of 
the "Bristols" 8 x 6" guns. Speed of these and the "River" class 
destroyers, was 25 knots). 
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Australia's first submarines Al and A2 at Malta on their way to Australia. 
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The Commonwealth Parliament promptly approved of the naval 
proposals and sent cables in December 1909 requesdng the Admiralty to 
arrange, without delay, construcdon of the armoured cruiser ("Indefat-
igable" type) also of the three unarmoured cruisers ("Bristol" type). As to 
the six destroyers, three were under construction at the Clyde and it was 
proposed to build the remaining three in Australia. 
On 7 March 1910 the Government accepted a tender from John 
Brown & Co. for the building of the battle-cruiser. In July, Andrew 
Fisher, whose Government had been returned to power in April, cabled 
the Admiralty asking that two of the "Bristol" class cruisers be built and 
completed in England and tenders called for unwrought material for the 
third cruiser which would be built in Australia. In December, on 
Admiralty recommendation, tenders were accepted for building two 
"E" class submarines in place of three "C" class previously considered. 
On 10 December the torpedo boat destroyers Yarra and Parramatta 
arrived in Melbourne - the first units of Australia's new Navy to be 
completed. 
1911 - T H E R O Y A L AUSTRALIAN N A V Y 
On 11 March the Naval Board was reconstituted with the Minister 
for Defence as President. Creswell, now promoted to Rear Admiral and 
knighted three months later, became First Naval Member. Captain 
Bertram Chambers, R.N., and Engineer Captain Clarkson were the 
Second and Third Naval Members respectively. Finance and Civil 
Member was also a naval officer. Staff Paymaster Henry Manisty, R.N. 
The first Navy Office was established in Melbourne in Lonsdale 
House, Lonsdale Street, almost opposite the Law Courts. 
Naval Order 77, promulgated on 5 October by direction of the Naval 
Board, informed the Commonwealth Naval Forces that the King had 
been graciously pleased to approve of the Permanent Naval Forces being 
designated the Royal Australian Navy and of the ships of that Navy 
being designated His Majesty's Australian Ships. The Citizens Naval 
Forces of Australia would be designated the Royal Australian Naval 
Reserve, and the abbreviations R.A.N., H.M.A.S., and R.A.N.R. would 
be used. 
In this year, the battle-cruiser Australia was launched on the Clyde. 
1912. Williamstown Naval Depot commissioned as H.M.A.S. Cerberus 
on 1 July, and construction of Flinders Naval Base began on the shores 
of Westernport Bay. The cruiser Encounter was lent by the Admiralty to 
the R.A.N, and commissioned as H.M. Australian ship, and the destroyer 
built at Cockatoo Island was commissioned on 1 June as H.M.A.S. 
Warrego. A training ship for boys, H.M.A.S. Tingira, commissioned in June 
also. 
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1913. The Naval College, temporarily situated at Osborne House, 
Geelong, Victoria, was officially opened on 1 March with 28 cadet 
midshipmen in that historic year. Transferred to Jervis Bay in 1915, it is 
commissioned, appropriately, as H.M.A.S. Creswell 
It was a great event on 4 October when the ships of the Royal Aus-
tralian Navy entered Sydney Harbour. They were the battle cruiser Aus-
tralia wearing the flag of Rear-Admiral Sir George Patey, M.V.O., the 
cruisers Melbourne, Sydney, and Encounter, with the destroyers Warrego, 
Parramatta and Yarra. Many messages of welcome were received One 
from Rudyard Kipling read: "Carry the word to my sisters - to the 
Queens of the North and South, I have proven faith in the heritage, by 
more than word of mouth". 
All Naval Establishments in Sydney together with H.M.S. Penguin 
(which became H.M.A.S. Penguin) having been handed over to the Naval 
Board on 4 July, Admiral Sir George King-Hall, Commander-in-Chief, 
Australian Station, struck his flag when Rear-Admiral Patey arrived, 
thus bringing to an end Admiralty responsibility for the Station. 
The new submarines AEl and AE2 were ready for the passage to Aus-
tralia: the cruiser Brisbane and destroyers Torrens, Swan and Huon were 
being built in Australia. 
W A R 1914 
Ten months later the country was at war. All naval forces were placed 
at the disposal of the Admiralty, and the Australian Fleet Unit paid early 
dividends. Australia sailed at once in search of the German Pacific Squad-
ron. The battle cruiser was the only ship of the line capable effacing the 
armoured cruisers Schamhorst and Gneisenau. In a letter written on 18 
August 1914 Admiral Von Spec, who commanded the Squadron, said 
that Australia alone was superior to his whole squadron and it was his 
plain duty to give her a wide berth. 
He considered the value of the Australia to both Australia and New 
Zealand at that time was enormous, yet he thought it doubtful that a 
battle cruiser would have been in those waters if the Australian Govern-
ment had not insisted on it. 
What these big cruisers could have done to Australian trade and cities 
can be gauged from the exploits in the North Pacific and Indian Oceans 
by the light cruiser Emden, which sank or captured twenty-three vessels 
of a value of 2,000,000 pounds before H.M.A.S. Sydney destroyed her. 
(The Emden was one of the smallest cruisers in the German fleet). 
Sir William Creswell wrote in 1922 that the immediate result would 
have been the complete disappearance of all our floating trade on Aus-
tralian or New Zealand Coasts either by its complete destruction or 
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retention against ransom. Shipping in all harbours would have been sunk 
or burned. Not a ton of wool, wheat, beef or mutton could have left 
Australia, not a single soldier could have been sent to aid the Empire 
until the German Fleet had been sunk. Every capital city in Australia 
from Townsville to Perth and some others would have been bombar-
ded until ransomed. Australia was saved from such devastation by one 
thing and one thing only - the Australia and her consorts. 
Creswell wrote this in retrospect, but he had drawn attention to these 
dangers before, with logic and in detail, during the years when he had 
steadfastly advocated a Navy to protect the country from them. 
RETIREMENT 
In 1919, after receiving a second knighthood, Rear-Admiral Sir 
William Creswell, K.C.M.G., K.B.E., retired from the Navy and left 
Melbourne to live in his country home in Victoria. In 1922 he was pro-
moted to Vice-Admiral on the retired list. He wrote his early memoirs, 
which he finished in 1931. These covered his service in the Royal Navy 
from 1866 to 1879 and related some of his experiences during the first 
years after his arrival in Australia. Sir William Creswell died on 20 April 
1933. He was survived by Lady Creswell, two sons and a daughter, who, 
as Mrs. Noel Vigne, discovered the manuscript of her father's memoirs 
and in the 1960's arranged for publication. 
EPILOGUE 
So ended the extraordinary career of this great Australian naval 
patriot. As a young Lieutenant of 27, deeply disappointed, he left the 
Naval Service for ever - as he thought, to settle in Australia, which he 
had visited once. For six years he travelled through vast areas of his new 
homeland, of which he gained considerable first-hand knowledge. Then 
came the offer, at first declined and later accepted, to join the Protector in 
South Australia, where he began to wield his influential pen, so ably used 
in succeeding years to further his constant endeavours which so greatly 
influenced Australia's future naval history. 
As Admiral Creswell wrote in the last pages of his memoirs:- "When I 
entered the lists to fight for the cause of Austrahan Naval Defence, I 
little thought of the magnitude of the struggle in which I had engaged. 
In point of fact the battle was destined to be waged for three and 
twenty years - no less". 
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